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Writing an abstract
Richard Ssekitoleko
USAID PEER/Liberia Workshop
Objectives
By the end of this talk, the participant should be in position to:
• Define an abstract
• Know the components of an abstract
• Understand the steps for writing an abstract
• Know the different formats of an abstract
• Know the different sections of an abstract and what they contain
Abstract
• Brief summary or synopsis of the full manuscript
• Found at the beginning of the manuscript right after the title
• Usually followed by a list of author selected key words
• Stand alone
• Unbiased and honest
• Should not be misleading
• Original and not plagiarized
• No abbreviations
Why a good abstract?
• With the title help form the initial impression of the article
• For editors to decide whether to process the paper further
• For reviewers to get initial impression to help decide if they will 
review article
• Readers initially see the title and abstract  and these help them 
decide if to read the whole article
• Key component of applying for funding
• Helps one land an oral or poster presentation at a conference.
• May be the basis for winning awards to conferences
Components of an abstract
• Includes different sections
• Background
• Purpose
• Methods
• Results
• Conclusion
• List of selected key words at the end
• Another approach is to answer questions;
• Why was the study done?
• How was the study conducted?
• What were the findings?
• What do the findings mean?
Steps for writing an abstract
• Usually written after completion of the manuscript
• Decide on the journal of choice and then consult for abstract 
guidelines.
• Suggested format
• Word count or length
• Writing font
• Review examples of a journal’s published abstracts before writing 
your abstract
Example: Abstract guideline
Example: Abstract to the future virology journal
Formats of an abstract
• May be;
• Structured
• Information organized into sections
• Sections identified by bolded headings
• Unstructured
• Headings stated as part of sentences
• No bold headings
• Typical length of abstracts
• Journals give limit to length usually 250 words
• Some electronic data bases may truncate abstracts beyond certain length
Example: Structured abstract 
Example: Unstructured abstract
Title 
• Reflects contents of the manuscript
• Choose right name for your story
• Conveys to readers the scope, design and goal of 
research
• Should be free of jargon or unfamiliar acronyms
Background
• Introduces research problem
• Problem: Monitoring critically ill patients in sub-Saharan Africa
• Identifies key focus of the study
• Focus: Use of vital signs to predict in-hospital mortality in sepsis patients
• Answers the question; Why was this study done?
• Tells you what is known
• What gap does your study intend to address?
Purpose
• Focuses specifically on research questions
• Do admission vital signs predict 
mortality in sepsis?
• Hypothesis
• Null hypothesis: No association
• Alternative: Association
• Aims/Objectives of the study
Methods
• Identifies the nature of data analyzed
• How study was conducted
• Quantitative study
• Research design
• Sample size
• Setting
• Variables
• Approach to data analysis
• Quantitative study
• Philosophical approach
• Participants
• Context
• Data collection methods
• Approach to analysis
Methods
Results
• Answers the question: What were the 
results?
• For quantitative studies
• If statistical tests were used 
then report results and 
level of significance
• Report results even if they 
were non-significant
• For qualitative studies
• Report themes/Categories 
or resultant theory
• Sets the stage for the conclusion of 
the study

Conclusion
• What do the findings mean?
• Emphasize new and important aspects of the study
• All the emphasis should be supported by the results or findings
Key words
• Choose words or phrases that communicate the central concept of 
the study or research
• Careful selection facilitates retrieval of relevant studies
• Key words are used for indexing
• Key words are used for searching studies in data bases 
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